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ABSTRACT 
Indonesia has hundreds of tribes with different social and cultural backgrounds. Traditional architecture of each 
ethnic group is the result of an understanding of the context as wisdom in terms of dialogue with the nature and 
the environment. The presence of traditional architecture is a work of the search process and an appreciation of 
nature and culture as its context. The understanding of the context produced the right design and addressed the 
needs of engineering, social, and cultural of traditional architecture in Indonesia. The application of local 
knowledge in most traditional architecture in Indonesia differs from most modern buildings, which is more 
building shape oriented. Shapes, structural systems, and material possesses, are the answer to the existing local 
conditions, as well as the response to the attitude of the context. This paper is a result of observation in some 
traditional architecture in Indonesia and theoretical study of the traditional and the modern buildings that 
implement local understanding. The discussion is in the form of analyzing field data and theories of traditional 
buildings and modern buildings. The conclusion reveals that the application of local knowledge in architecture 
can address the needs of the building, both the needs of the shape, structure, function and comfort of the 
building. 
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ABSTRAK 
Indonesia memiliki ratusan suku dengan latar belakang sosial dan budaya yang berbeda termasuk arsitektur. 
Arsitektur tradisional setiap kelompok etnis merupakan hasil dari penerapan pemahaman konteks kearifan 
dalam berdialog dengan alam dan lingkungan. Kehadiran arsitektur tradisional adalah karya dari proses 
pencarian dan apresiasi terhadap alam dan budaya sebagai konteksnya. Pemahaman konteks menghasilkan 
desain yang tepat dan mengakomodasi kebutuhan teknik, sosial dan budaya arsitektur tradisional di Indonesia. 
Penerapan pemahaman terhadap konteks lokalitas pada kebanyakan arsitektur tradisional di Indonesia berbeda 
dengan kebanyakan bangunan modern yang lebih berorientasi pada kebutuhan estetika. Bentuk, sistem struktur, 
dan material yang digunakan pada arsitektur tradisional merupakan jawaban dari kondisi eksisting tempat dia 
dihadirkan, serta sikap dalam merespon konteks. Makalah ini merupakan hasil pengamatan di beberapa 
arsitektur tradisional di Indonesia dan studi teoritis tradisional dan bangunan modern yang menerapkan 
pemahaman lokal. Pembahasan dilakukan dengan menganalisis data lapangan dan teori dari bangunan 
tradisional dan bangunan modern. Kesimpulan yang diperoleh adalah, penerapan pengetahuan lokal dalam 
arsitektur dapat memenuhi kebutuhan bangunan, baik kebutuhan bentuk, struktur, fungsi dan kenyamanan 
bangunan.  
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1. INTRODUCTION  
Indonesia is a country that has hundreds of tribes with its different socio-cultural background. The diversity 
of social and cultural backgrounds produces diversity of architecture in Indonesia. Mangunwijaya (1992) said 
that the architectural concept of the archipelago is the adjustment and the tunings with nature. This suggests that 
the traditional architecture in Indonesia attended as an attempt to respond to nature as its context. Natural and 
cultural richness brought architectural diversity of this country. The land that stretches from west to east has a 
variety of traditional architecture, with its diversity in shape and structure system. But on the other hand have in 
common, namely the local wisdom that responds as a natural and cultural context. Traditional house on the 
island of Sumatra have differences with the house on the island of Java, Kalimantan, Sulawesi, Papua and other 
islands, and vice versa. In addition to the differences, there are also similarities between traditional houses in one 
area to another. Similarities and differences of traditional houses are likely to occur under the influence of the 
context of each. The house in the mountains, for example, is heavily influenced by its context, the case with the 
house on the coast.  
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Toraja and Bugis community living in the same region, namely South Sulawesi province, but both have a 
much different architectural styles. Toraja house has a natural context that is different from Bugis home. Toraja 
house built for generations by the Toraja people in mountainous areas, while the Bugis houses have coastal areas 
as context. Response and appreciation of nature this also had an impact on the traditional architecture. Common 
areas hit by earthquakes as the island of Nias, bring on the creation of works of architecture with exceptional 
structural system. Banks of the river into residential areas Dayak communities in the interior of the island of 
Borneo has also affected the architecture of the long house. With the increasingly rapid development era and the 
exchange of information very quickly, architectural work was progressing quite rapidly. The architectural style 
tends to globalization; this could not be separated from the exchange of information very quickly. This will 
create its own problems, since the architecture is no longer looking at the context as a reference design, but 
rather to follow the trend or lifestyle. Lifestyle has long been become a consideration in choosing the 
architectural style no matter where the building is erected. Nature and culture became neglected, in contrast to 
what was done by the ancestors of Indonesia. This paper aims to explore the local wisdom that becomes the basis 
for the presence of some traditional architecture, especially in the context of responding to produce works of 
architecture which is in accordance with the environment. 
 
2. METHODOLOGY  
This paper is the result of observation in some traditional architecture in Indonesia. The observation was 
later analyzed by studying the literature on traditional architecture and other related theories. Some of the areas 
that became the object of observation is Borneo, Toraja, Karo and Nias, the fourth this area has an attractive 
traditional architecture and different from one another. The analysis was performed by observing some of the 
traditional architecture and the values contained therein and to conduct studies on some related theories. The 
results of the analysis are then drawn into a conclusion.  
 
3. DISCUSSION  
Understanding the values embodied in traditional architecture must necessarily understand the traditions that 
exist and thrive for generations in the culture of Indonesian society. Architecture as a work that accommodates 
the functionality and aesthetics, certainly not out of the environment as a context. Traditional houses are built by 
the ancestors of Indonesia, also noticed the natural environment as a context. And behold how each of the 
building work is an attempt to bring the Universe (Mangunwijaya, 1992). What was delivered Mangunwijaya 
show how humans try to establish a relationship with nature and create harmony in presenting the building or 
architectural work. This has made our ancestors for generations in architecture.  
Relationship with nature or the universe is not just one thing that our ancestors into consideration in 
designing an architectural masterpiece. Other considerations related to engineering were as much a part in it. 
According Mangunwijaya (1992), but let not our thought, as if the reasons occult, mystical or magical it was the 
sole reason or guidelines for ancient human architecture. They were smart in analyzing the reality and the 
practical handling of the problem of settlements and buildings. Traditional houses in Indonesia show this. How 
to solve the problem of humidity is solved by raising the floor of a building on stilts house. Another instance is 
how a traditional house to solve the problems caused by earthquakes. House of Nias, known as Omo Hada posed 
a latent force responds to earthquake through the structure of its V-Shape (Figure 1). As the Magunwijaya (1992) 
that "But the stage house or under house is really a high-quality problem-solving". 
 
 
Figure 1. Nias House with a V-Shape structure system to respond lateral load caused by earthquake. 
Source: Author 
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Globalization, supported by rapid growth of information technology could not be separated from the 
development of architecture in Indonesia. Many of the buildings are not in context with their environment, and 
not in context with social and cultural conditions of local communities. Many of these buildings are present 
because of the reluctance behind the trend. According Mangunwijaya (1992), in the 19th century when the 
western architecture began to have an influence in Indonesia, the Indonesian people began to think of artwork 
(including architecture) is an answer to an exemption from the opposition waged by nature. Whereas, the 
original concept of our country is self adjustment and responding nature as a context. What happens with the 
current architecture is the tendency to escape from the defiance of nature, the tendency to relativism the 
relationship with nature, and finally looks away from contextual design, not only visually but also engineering.  
The values embodied in the traditional architecture is not merely to relate in harmony with nature through 
the things that look mystical, but respond to various things that happen such as earthquakes, floods, wild 
animals, high winds, humidity and many other things were accommodated intelligently at once wise. Building 
stage creates space under the building, not only to keep the occupants of the threat of wild animals, but also the 
dangers posed by soil humidity, flooding, while creating visual contact and as a water catchment areas and track 
the movement of air. One design decision gives a huge impact, not only for residents but also for nature and the 
environment, not a part of social relations. Karo house (Figure 2) located at the foot of Mount Sinabung, 
performing with large dimensions as a response to its presence at the foot of the mountain. The concept of the 
stage houses is an answer for natural conditions, both the level of soil humidity, preventing the entry of the 
animals into the house, to the efforts to create a visual contact. The walls of the building was not designed 
straight vertical, but the sloping outwards and allow easy visual access from the house to the outside of the 
building. 
 
 
Figure 2. Karo house was designed with large dimension. 
Source: Author 
These responses were also seen in the house Toraja (Figure 3) which has a similar context Karo home, but 
with a different design. In addition, in terms of the orientation of the building, Tongkonan house oriented 
towards the north so as to get a very good daylight quality. According to Gordon (2014), in order to determine 
the quantity of light entering the building, we need to know the size and position of windows as well as data 
concerning the average daylight at a certain location and orientation. While, Livingston (2014) said that the north 
side is a part of the building that receives the most consistent light, easily controls light distribution, and reduces 
the risk of heat coming from the sun directly; south side provides a diverse variety of light throughout the day 
and throughout the year; the east side in the morning will receive direct sunlight, direct light can be reduced by 
using overhang; while the west side receives direct light in the afternoon. The quantity and quality of natural 
light entering the building is very good because it is supported by the shape of the roof that lets in natural light 
optimally. 
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Figure 3. Tongkonan house oriented towards the north. 
Source: Author 
 
4. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION  
The values embodied in traditional architecture are a value-oriented creation of harmony between the 
building with nature and the environment in which it is located. This value drove the design process on the 
design that is contextual and responds to various things into context and produces a decision on the shape, 
comfort and structural system of the building. These values are not solely limited to the architecture of the past, 
but also can be applied to modern buildings. The modern building is oriented on the context and responding to 
natural and culture in order to create harmony would have more value and create the correct design. 
 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 
Thanks to all those who have helped in every visit to various areas in order to observe the traditional 
architecture, and also to person who have helped the process of preparation of this paper. 
 
REFERENCES 
1)  Frick, Heinz, (1997). Pola Struktural dan Teknik Bangunan di Indonesia. Yogyakarta. Penerbit Kanisius.  
2)  Gordon, G. (2014). Interior Lighting Design for Designer. Fifth Edition. New Jersey. John Wiler & Sons, 
Inc.  
3)  Lang. J. (1987). Creating Architectural Theory, New York. Van Nostrand Reinhold Company.  
4)  Insall, D. (2008), Living Building, Architectural Conservation: Philosophy, Principles and Practice. 
Victoria. The Images Publishing Group Pty,.  
5)  Koentjoroningrat. (1974). Kebudayaan Mentalieit dan Pembangunan. Yogyakarta. Gramedia.  
6)  Livingston, J. (2014). Designing with light: The art, science, and practice of architectural lighting design. 
New Jersey. John Wiley & Sons, Inc.  
7)  Mangunwijaya, Y.B. (1992). Wastu Citra. Jakarta. Gramedia Pustaka Utama.  
8)  Manurung, P. (2011). Belajar Kearifan Arsitektur Nusantara Melalui Service-Learning, Prosiding Seminar 
Nasional RAPI ke 10 Universitas Muhammadiyah Surakarta, 13 Desember 2011.  
9)  Manurung, P. (2011). The Astuteness of Toraja’s Traditional Architecture, Indonesia Design Magazine, 
Vol.8. No.45. Jul-Aug 2011,hlm. 100-103.  
10)  Manurung, P. (2012). Omo Hada: A Picture of Beauty, Indonesia Design Magazine, Vol.9. No.48. Jan-Feb 
2012,hlm. 88-92.  
11)  Manurung, P. (2012). Pencahayaan Alami dalam Arsitektur, Penerbit Andi, Yogyakarta.  
12)  Manurung, P. (2012). “Arsitektur Berempati yang Terpinggirkan; Studi Kasus: Omo Hada, Nias; Rumah 
Tongkonan, Toraja; Biara Chi Lin, Hong Kong”, Prosiding Seminar Nasional Dies 45 Jurusan Arsitektur 
Universitas Kristen Petra, Menuju Arsitektur Berempati”, Universitas Kristen Petra, 4-5 Mei 2012.  
13)  Mofiett, M.; Fazio, M.; Wodehouse, L. (2003). World History of Architecture. London. Laurence King 
Publishing, Ltd.  
 
 
